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Zellidora “Zelli” Stormclash shielded her eyes from the blowing sand with her forearm, squinting against the harsh sunlight glinting off the dunes. Endless dunes. The desert seemed to go on forever, a demoralizing vastness of nothing. At her side, her faithful companions (and members of the Danger Club) Bauble the mimic, Hugo the owlbear, and Snabla the kobold pressed on, though Snabla stumbled and fell behind.

“Too hot,” the kobold groused. He lifted his shield, hiding behind it as another gust of hot, arid wind cut against them like a gritty scimitar. “Cannot take … another ssstep.”

Flash, the blink dog who kept them company, popped her head out of Hugo’s bag and gave a hopeless howl.

Zelli reached for Snabla, taking hold of one skinny, leathery arm before yanking him forward. 

“It’s here,” she told him. “I just know it is.”

Close, the wind seemed to whisper. So close.

“What’s here?” Bauble asked. The mimic, who was traveling as a parasol in Hugo’s grasp, coughed on a mouthful of grit carried on the gale.

Zelli suddenly went still. What was she searching for? Why couldn’t she remember? She closed her eyes tightly and tried to picture … picture …

The dunes beneath their feet started to rumble. The Danger Club retreated a few steps, all of them struck silent and awed as the sand bounced and thrashed in higher and higher sprays, like marbles dancing on the skin of a tight drum. Beneath the sands, two massive stone slabs became visible, a split running between them. The gap widened, the stones parting, puffs of black particles rising from the cavernous void the slabs had guarded. Smoke? Zelli thought, but the particles were denser, almost like burnt snowflakes, if such a thing were possible. Splashes like the inverse of stardust, so dark they might have been fragments of night.

A voice spoke to her, as sinister and strange as the puffs of nightdust spraying from the tomb beneath the dunes. The Lord of Death will rise. The great master awakens beneath forgotten sands. Death comes when the barrier is broken.

“We shouldn’t be here,” Zelli blurted out. In her hand, Snabla’s little arm felt as brittle as a wintry branch. She turned to him, and watched his eyes bug wide before he crumbled to dust.
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“But you brought us here,” Hugo told her, before he, too, was gone, blown away on a gust of hot desert wind.

You belong here.

Zelli finally recognized the voice. A dream! This was just a dream! She felt the ground tremble again, then woke up, realizing the rumbling was her bedframe as she jolted upright, tossing the blankets off in a flurry of hands and feet. She breathed hard, back in the warm, close familiarity of her housing at Dungeon Academy. Across the chamber, her ooze roommate, Bloppy, snored and burbled peacefully. Zelli scrubbed at her face with both hands, exhausted. It was the same nightmare she had suffered for three nights now—mindlessly wandering through the desert until at last she stumbled on a secret she was meant to find.

The times before, no voice had spoken to her. Now she knew who was responsible for her nightmares.

“Lord Carrion,” she murmured, swinging her legs out of the bed and sighing. It had been months since she and the other members of the Danger Club had gone toe to toe with the necromancer outside Horntree Village and defeated him. Defeated him, yes, but not before he had managed to threaten worse dangers and abduct dozens of villagers, as well as a handful of Dungeon Academy students. Those students had been the academy’s finest: truly menacing, terrorizing monsters, and not just your average goblin swinging a rusty sword in a cave. For everyone else, life had gradually returned to normal—Bauble continued gleefully and vocally knowing everything; Hugo took up a crusade to form a community garden for the school; Snabla “borrowed” Bauble’s homework and put all his energy into Hacking and Slashing class, squeaking by in every other subject. And Flash did what she did best: appearing and disappearing with a loud pop to the delight of her friends, leaving trinkets or bone crumbs in the bottom of Hugo’s backpack.

[image: Image Missing]

When it was all said and done, Lord Carrion wound up bound and embarrassed, but ultimately his life was spared, and he was locked up deep beneath Dungeon Academy. The dean had insisted on taking him captive, and wherever he lurked in the school, he was busy sending Zelli terrifying visions.

“I know it’s you,” Zelli said, watching as the purplish light outside their window shifted, turning a lighter shade of bruised. “Now I just have to do something about it.”

Zelli shrugged out of her linen nightshirt and into a pair of brown trousers and a purple tunic. She grabbed her belt and wooden sword, and buckled on her leather armor, then quietly left her warm, waiting bed behind. Defeating the necromancer had not made Zelli overconfident. Before hefting her bag onto her shoulders, she checked to make sure the special little jar at the bottom was there and, more important, tightly sealed.

A few monster students wandered sleepily through the halls as she went by dawn’s light to the big, creaking lift that would take her down to the academic levels of the school for monsters. She was pretty sure the bugbear she passed was sleepwalking while muttering about buttered toad legs. At least someone is having pleasant dreams, she thought.

It occurred to her that Bauble and Hugo would have sage advice on what to do about her nightmares, but this felt like a problem that couldn’t go on probleming. She needed answers, and one gross, evil necromancer had them. Of course, Dean Zxaticus and the other professors had not felt the need to inform her or any other students where they were holding Lord Carrion, but Zelli had a hunch: mysteriously, the usual detention hall had been off-limits to students, punishments instead carried out in the spare dungeon next to Professor Gast’s classroom. Well, it was also a dungeon, but learning did happen there, if one could survive the droning, interminable lectures.

Zelli traversed the darkened halls of the academy quickly and quietly, avoiding the traps, wary of startling the clouds of bats waiting in the eaves to descend with their boisterous flapping and shrieking. When she arrived at the former detention location, the Hall of Eternal Suffering & Monotony, she found it guarded by a single sleeping cyclops. Durg, usually a groundskeeper, slumbered beside the ominously tall, iron-barred door with her legs straight out in front of her, a healthy string of drool the width of a goblin’s wrist dripping from mouth to shoulder. Her snores vibrated the uneven cobbles beneath Zelli’s boots.

Glancing up and down the empty corridor, Zelli tiptoed close to Durg and gave a gentle nudge with her elbow. The cyclops slept on, not even a hitch in her tremendous breath. Holding a breath of her own, Zelli slowly turned the rusting metal handle on the door, slid it open, and stuffed herself inside the gap. As the door slid shut again, she heard Durg snort and startle, make a noise of confusion, then settle back down again.

Zelli didn’t need a torch of her own to safely navigate the hall, for hot, bright lava churned far below the bridge and suspended platform that made up the chamber. She hurried across the bridge, her skin prickling with fear. As Zelli neared the platform at the other end of the rickety bridge, the young warrior noticed all the desks and the podium had been removed. A single form lay crumpled on the stone, bound there by thick, heavy chains and manacles.
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Lord Carrion, once proud, cruel, and stubborn, had withered somewhat, his cheeks even more sunken and skull-like now. His embroidered purple robe was tattered and stained, but when he heard her tread and saw her, his eyes were still glinting, alarmingly vigilant and ever-mean.
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“You got my message.” He chuckled. The laugh sent a sharp chill down Zelli’s spine. She hated that laugh. 

“Listen up, bogbreath. I know you’re the one sending me nightmares. Cut it out.”

Lord Carrion showed his teeth. “Such hostility. I thought you were an adventurer. Like your mother?”

Zelli grabbed the hilt of her sword. “I’m not here to discuss my mother.”

“What does she think about your ridiculous little costume, I wonder …”

“Leave me alone!” Zelli almost shouted, then remembered she was meant to be sneaking. As a habit, she reached out to check the horns on her head, making sure they were present and not crooked. Humans, quite understandably, were hated by monsters and forbidden from entering the school. Masquerading as a minotaur at a learning institution for monsters was not exactly easy, but so far only her closest friends knew her secret. Lord Carrion had done battle against both Zelli and her birth mother, a famous human adventurer named Allidora Steelstrike.

Zelli chose to stay with her adoptive minotaur mothers. Which was none of Lord Carrion’s stupid business.

“No more nightmares,” she hissed. “I’m warning you, I’ll tell Nihildris the mind flayer what you’re up to and she’ll make your head emptier than a dwarf’s mead mug.”

Lord Carrion lifted his head, which seemed to take a significant amount of effort. His hood fell back, revealing a spotted, bluish-pink scalp scarred by runic red markings. With obvious pleasure, he grinned. “Empty as … a desert, would you say?”

Zelli’s eyes flared wider.

“So you saw it,” Lord Carrion murmured. She didn’t like his voice. He sounded oddly happy. Elated. “Yes. Yes, you have seen where she lies, the Lord of Death, the Herald of Teeth and Eyes. Her coming presages the quieting of all the world. Her arrival is inexorable, but you can hasten it along, girl.”

Zelli crossed her arms over her chest. “Whatever you tell me I’ll just use against you.”

“Your mind will change, girl, when you realize this annihilation cannot be stopped. It comes for your pathetic little academy, for your pathetic realm. You will fall on your knees and beg to be named her prophet, as I have, as we all will!” Lord Carrion shuddered and fell silent.

“But you said she’s not here yet, this Lord of Death.”

“Not yet,” he admitted. “Close. Here now, and so close.” His dark, vicious eyes rolled and then deliberately stared downward, as if pointing to something deep below the lava pit.

“Here here?” Zelli whispered. “What are you talking about?”

“Oh, the Star Mounts hold many secrets. Akhellon Ridge was not always a school. Its mysteries and magics run deep, deep as roots into Faerûn itself, fool child.”

Akhellon Ridge. Zelli had no idea what he meant, but Bauble might, or their librarian. Whatever trap he was setting for her, Zelli refused to step into it. Her curiosity could be sated later, but she had come with one goal in mind. She reached into her backpack, palming the sealed jar she had placed there while Lord Carrion giggled like a lunatic and stared at the ground. 

Zelli marched closer to him, setting her jaw. “I mean it, Lord Carrion, no more nightmares. You will leave me alone or else.”

His eyes flew back to hers, burning. “Or else? Ha. Or else what?”

With a flick of her wrist, Zelli unsealed the cloth on the jar and flung the contents at Lord Carrion, then leapt safely away.

“Or this!”

A fine rain of Lurkwood tickling spiders fell on the necromancer, skittering down into his purple robes as he grimaced and pulled on the chains that held him.

“I wouldn’t want to be you for the next three days,” Zelli snorted, satisfied. She turned and hurried back across the bridge, just as the tickling spiders found their mark and Lord Carrion began, hideously, to laugh.
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Skeletons. Skeletons. This was what she got for listening to a crummy necromancer. It always had to be something. Why never a peaceful jaunt into a cold, dark place to poke around? Zelli wondered. Why can’t shadowy pits be filled with bouncing baby flumphs and feast-laden tables?

[image: Image Missing]

Hours after her encounter with Lord Carrion, Zelli Stormclash was living up to her name: storming through the cavernous dark, torch held high, sweat dripping down her face as she heard the clickity-clack of angry skeleton feet fade. Hopefully the horrid mess of refuse littering the floor would trip up those delicate bony toes. Her boots were made for trudging, and so she trudged right around a wide stone pillar, shoved the book she had been carrying into her pack, and reached for her trusty wooden practice sword.

For a moment there was silence. She didn’t dare breathe. Had they lost her? But then of course they couldn’t miss the torch … Could they see without eyeballs? Zelli scrunched up her face and shook her head. Too many questions!

Perhaps, and genuinely this time, it ought to be her last solitary outing when that outing could be considered an adventure. Hadn’t she learned recently that it was good—even better—to rely on the aid of friends? She dragged in a steadying breath and told herself she wasn’t afraid of the dark, or the unknown, or any of the many deep shadows surrounding her as she shivered behind a pillar in the lowest pit of the academy. And the lowest pit was truly saying something. She had traveled down from the regular dungeons—at least eight flights of spiraling stairs above—feeling the temperature drop and drop, ever more wisps of cobwebs brushing her face as she made her descent.

Zelli lofted her ever-burning torch higher, the only talisman against the encroaching dark. Well, that and her unshakable curiosity.

It didn’t surprise Zelli that a school for monsters contained endless subterranean chambers full of dangers and mysteries, but she had come after one dangerous mystery in particular—the secret Lord Carrion had mentioned. Akhellon Ridge. That was the only solid clue he had given. After speaking with Lord Carrion and, well, dousing him in spiders, she had gone directly to the library. The bespectacled, winged librarian, Shinka Bookbinder, was there dutifully organizing tomes behind the desk, present if a bit sleepy. It didn’t take the old kobold long to find a book on Zelli’s chosen topic, and Bookbinder returned from the history section in a cloud of dust, handing over a weighty, musty tome entitled The Excavation of Akhellon Ridge. Curled up on a bench in a slice of sunshine pouring in through the high, grime-encrusted library windows, Zelli sped her way through the book, hungry for secrets. She did not expect to discover that the mountain housing the Dungeon Academy had a history that wove back through time like a sinuous thread, and that the mountain had played host to a rotating cast of odd creatures and wanderers until it was finally hollowed out for the school grounds.

[image: Image Missing]

It held far more than the dark, gloomy classrooms she was so familiar with it, more than the dungeons and the detention lava pit, and more than the labyrinth students used to practice their lurking. Just as Lord Carrion had claimed, it was full of secrets.

Its original inhabitant, and eventual namesake, was a blue dragon from the Endless Wastes called Akhellon. After she vacated the mountain, a clan of kobolds moved in, and when they cleared off, a near-forgotten order of wizards and necromancers arrived thereafter. All these comers and goers apparently took up residence in the natural cave system of the mountain, a cave system that was expanded upon greatly to create what Zelli and her friends knew today as Dungeon Academy. On page 943, Zelli stumbled across the prize:


For centuries, adventurers and treasure seekers sought to explore the deepest recesses of Akhellon Ridge. Eventually, the flow of delvers slowed to a trickle and then ceased altogether, for what begins as fact soon becomes legend, which passes into rumor, and finally fades to a whisper. Some historians claim the adventurers hunted a perfect sapphire the size of a dragon’s egg; others tell of a powerful keystone, the Nexus Marker, which was said to have powered the mountain’s magical barrier.
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Beside the excerpt, the author had helpfully illustrated a subterranean passage in the mountain, a tall cavern with tumbled rocks and fallen adventurers, though one hopeful seeker stood, torch held high, showing an odd pattern decorating the rock wall. Zelli doubted very much that a necromancer like Lord Carrion was interested in a shiny gem. A powerful key, however, might be far more tempting. She didn’t exactly understand the ins and outs of what a Nexus Marker might be, but she knew that between her and the other members of the Danger Club, they could likely find an answer. More presently, she felt certain she could heft her own torch and find that same design depicted in the book.

“It has to be here somewhere,” Zelli sighed, working her way along the curved stone wall of the pit. Her boots scattered pebbles, brittle old bones, and the scraping claws of what she hoped were not intellect devourers. Those were nasty—crusty little brains running around on clawed feet, ready to feed on the intelligence of any thinking creature. Zelli shivered. Running her hand	along	the	wall,	she found it naturally cool to the touch and a little damp. Just like a cave. She then imagined thousands of years of ghosts wandering along beside her—kobolds, necromancers, and even a dragon. It gave her a shiver. A feathery wisp of cobweb danced across her forehead, making her leap back, screeching and swinging her torch.
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The uneven glow of the torch illuminated the cavern above, and the remains of what seemed to her like an entire city of spiderweb bridges crisscrossing and weaving together, funnel-like, disappearing up into the higher reaches of the pit. She then remembered the awful spiders that infested the cave where the Danger Club defeated the necromancer—the sound of those chittering critters haunted her as regularly as Lord Carrion’s wild laugh. It didn’t help that Bauble, after hearing about Zelli’s nightmares, had supplied the fact that one was never more than a few arm’s lengths away from a creepy-crawly.

Zelli shuddered again and took a deep breath. Darkness, creepy-crawlies, the memories of long-past inhabitants … She wouldn’t let it deter her. She was part of the Danger Club, and they had faced down insurmountable odds. But that had been together, and now she was alone.

She heard a soft, long scratch to her right along the floor, a bony hand wrapping around the edge of the pillar. Out of time. Zelli spun and lashed out with her training sword, the wood slashing through the skeleton’s rib cage, sending bones flying. But that was just one of many. Too many. She backed up toward the stairs leading out of the pit, deciding it would be better to survive the onslaught and explain it all to a teacher than perish there in that disgusting, dark hole.
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Her shoulder bumped something hard and cold, and she whirled around again, colliding with another reanimated pile of bones. Blast it all, she thought. They had her surrounded! Her heart sank, realizing she was way too far below the surface to call for help. Even in the total darkness, she could feel the skeletons closing in … a tightening, inexorable circle …

Until the one she had bumped into on her way to the stairs suddenly and without warning exploded. She ducked, gasping, whirling to face the shower of bone shards in time to find two bright torches bobbing toward her. As soon as the expanding, welcome pool of light reached her, she let out a laughing breath—there was Flash, the blink dog, hovering in midair after breaking the skeleton like a dry pile of twigs. A furry, feathered face appeared above the pup. Hugo!

“Watch out!” the owlbear called, pointing at an advancing foe.

“Thisss one isss mine!” Snabla, the kobold, danced forward, nimble on his scaly little legs, and bashed the skeleton with the broad side of his beloved shield. Jabbing with his torch, he managed to catch the tattered jerkin of the next skeleton on fire, sending a blaze of ruby light soaring up the cavern. With that, Zelli could see her friends properly—Hugo held Bauble in his right hand, the mimic transformed into a shovel with eyes. Bauble, as hard as they tried, could never manage to turn into anything truly dangerous, but a shovel would do nicely for the bashing and smashing of dry, crumbly things.
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“All together!” Bauble cried, a jagged little mouth forming across the flat of the shovel.

Zelli didn’t need any more encouragement—she turned and leapt back toward the skeletons, watching as ones on fire pinwheeled through the horde, lighting up the others as they went. Flames blazing, Zelli watched as Flash teleported into the rib cage of another skeleton and popped it apart with a joyous yip and a floppy, flailing tongue. With only a dozen or so skeletons left, the Danger Club easily dispatched them, and with each collapsed pile of knuckles and femurs and toes, Zelli felt a rush of relief.

And gratitude.

Pop—Smash—Bash—C-Crack!

When all the skeletons had been dispatched, Hugo hurried over to the last smoking, smoldering pile of bones and stamped out the dwindling fire. The torchlight dyed his silvery-white feathers orange as he blinked down at her in obvious confusion.

“What are you doing down here alone, Zelli?” he asked. “We couldn’t find you anywhere …”

“Come and look,” she said, leading them back toward the odd engraving she had found. “But don’t touch anything!”

“Sssnabla wouldn’t want to,” the kobold lisped, kicking aside a few scattered rib bones. Flash disappeared for an instant, reappearing on Hugo’s shoulder. “Everything down here ssstinks!”

When they stood before the correct spot, Zelli took Hugo’s torch, holding it out toward the wall. This was where she had noticed a few grooves in the uneven, slick surface. Reaching forward, she followed the indentations, tracing them with her palm, curving up toward dulled and dusty gemstones placed at intervals along the
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